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Social structure and cultural patterns are always the main focuses of the study on 
Chinese communities in Southeast Asia. These two aspects not only show how the 
Chinese culture which immigrants from southern parts of China brought with them 
was preserved and developed. They are also the facets which we should look at in 
order to find out how these Chinese people transformed themselves from immigrants 
to locals along with the social changes of Southeast Asian countries. Hence, the 
objective of this thesis is to examine how the Chinese community of Johor Bahru, the 
southernmost city of the Malay Peninsula, reconstructed their culture based on their 
concerns for the “new” native land, having been affected by the historical 
development and social reality of Johor. In order to achieve this goal, many Chinese, 
English and Malay materials including archives, publications of clan associations, 
newspaper clippings and inscriptions were used. The researcher also conducted field 
studies, face-to-face interviews and surveys in Malaysia and Chaozhou to collect 
information about people, places and events. On the other hand, the researcher also 
established his theoretical framework on some cultural anthropological theories, such 
as ethnic identification and cultural construction. 
Simply put, the objective of this research is to explore the cultural construction of 
the Johor Bahru Chinese community and the main questions are: “Why” was the 
Chinese culture preserved? “How” was the traditional culture preserved in the foreign 
context and transformed into a distinct local culture? In order to answer these two 
questions, we have to understand the historical background and context of the Johor 
Bahru Chinese cultural construction. They involve the self-identification of the 
Chinese, how historical, social and cultural resources were used, and the ethnic 
group’s forming of a sense of belonging to the country. 
One of the strong stimuli to the cultural construction after World War II is the 
Chinese community’s attachment to their culture, which in turn made them feel that it 
is their mission to develop their culture. The mission, a bottom-up social movement, 
was created because of the influence of modern ideologies, the urge to preserve their 
roots and their sense of belonging to the country. This movement was carried out in 















There are three main activities which the Chinese community has been carrying 
out to construct their culture, which are the support for Foon Yew High School, 
cultural and entertainment performances with social significance and creative 
modifications of ways to celebrate traditional festivals. These three activities are 
inherently interrelated. The Chinese community of Johor Bahru always holds charity 
shows to raise money for Foon Yew High School in order to maintain the attachment 
to Chinese education. On the other hand, creative modifications of ways to celebrate 
traditional festivals have been done by coming up with new cultural performances. 
Therefore, to be precise, the key activities of the Chinese community’s cultural 
construction are the promotion of Chinese education and cultural performances. 
As a reaction to the government’s attempt to create a unified national culture, the 
cultural construction of the Chinese community was first misunderstood but finally 
empathized by other races. Foon Yew High School is currently the largest secondary 
school in Malaysia. The 24-Festive-Drum Performance has become a national cultural 
asset. Tan Hooi Song, a member of the cultural elite, was given the award of National 
Cultural Icon. The Parade of Deities of the Johor Bahru Old Temple, which was 
originally a Teochew (Chaozhou) cultural practice, has become an annual carnival of 
Johor Bahru for celebrating Chinese New Year. The Mid-Autumn Festival Fair is not 
only an effective way to show the race’s culture in public. Through spectacular 
cultural performances, Chinese culture is also preserved and re-created. At the same 
time, a platform for harmonious exchanges is set up to let the government and other 
races feel the sense of community of the Chinese and hear their voices. 
Cultural resources which the Johor Bahru Chinese community absorbed after 
World War II include the preservation and re-creation of their historical collective 
memory, the restructuring of the Chinese community, modern ideologies and their 
interactions with worldwide Chinese cultural network. 
The historical collective memory of Johor Bahru Chinese community originated 
from the legacy of their historical experiences. However, its impact only became 
strong after leaders of Chinese clan associations reconstructed historical resources and 
promoted the “spirit of the Old Temple” and “Ngee Heng Spirit”. As local scholars 
also promoted the importance of collective memory, its functions and impact were 
strengthened. 
The restructuring of the Chinese community in Johor Bahru was a dynamic 















Association), together with the clan associations of the five dialect groups, strives to 
safeguard and sustain the three public properties of the Chinese community—“one 
cemetery, one temple and one school”. These bodies also provide funding for and 
organize various large-scale cultural performances. That was how they stabilized their 
leadership in the Chinese community. 
Resources for the cultural construction are also gained from other countries. After 
the Second World War, the Chinese community in Johor Bahru was influenced by 
left-wing ideas as well as modernism. The cultural construction was actually a product 
of the clash of different modes of knowledge which appeared in the worldwide 
Chinese cultural network. However, the Chinese community did not just absorb those 
modern ideologies and cultural information. They modified what they learnt in their 
own specific context. 
Even in modern days, the cultural interaction between the Malaysian Chinese and 
China is not a one-way transmission of cultural elements. Malaysian Chinese culture 
also has an impact on China’s culture. The Parade of Deities of the Johor Bahru Old 
Temple, the 24-Festive Drum Performance and the Teochew (Chaozhou) Temple Fair, 
which move and resonate with people, also make people in Chaozhou reflect on their 
traditional culture. 
We cannot afford to miss out some key people in order to discuss the efforts to 
development culture. Many previous academic discussions focus only on some 
Chinese businessmen. In fact, the key to the cultural construction is the qualities of 
elite of the Chinese community. For example, the “Kuok Ho Yao Model” which 
emphasizes pragmatism and peaceful negotiation is the guiding principle of the 
leadership of the Chinese community as well as the cultural construction. In addition, 
members of the cultural elite, such as the “3 Chen and 1 Yao”, are the key people who 
keep organizing various cultural activities creatively. 
This thesis is a regional historical research on Johor Bahru which discusses the 
preservation and development of culture of the Malaysian Chinese since the post-war 
period. It can also be regarded as a case study of a distinct self-developed Chinese 
cultural system outside China. 
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